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The  U.S.  Department  of  Agricul- 
ture (USDA)  prohibits  discrimination 
in  all  its  programs  and  activities  on 
the  basis  of  race,  color,  national 
origin,  sex,  religion,  age,  disability, 
political  beliefs,  sexual  orientation, 
or  marital  or  family  status.  (Not  all 
prohibited  bases  apply  to  all  pro- 
grams.) Persons  with  disabilities  who 
require  alternative  means  for  com- 
munication of  program  information 
(Braille,  large  print,  audiotape,  etc.) 
should  contact  USDA's  TARGET 
Center  at  202-720-2600  (voice 
and  TDD). 

To  file  a  complaint  of  discrimina- 
tion, write  USDA,  Director,  Office  of 
Civil  Rights,  Room  326W,  Whitten 
Building,  14th  and  Independence 
Avenue,  SW,  Washington,  DC 
20250-9410  or  call  (202)  720-5954 
(voice  and  TDD).  USDA  is  an  equal 
opportunity  provider  and  employer. 


There  are  a  lot  of  reasons  for  public  interest — and  support — 
for  natural  resource  conservation  on  private  land. 

This  land  produces  most  of  our  food  and  fiber,  provides 
habitat  for  fish  and  wildlife,  filters  our  water,  and  helps 
purify  our  air 

Yet  every  day  bnngs  change — and  challenges  for  conserva- 
tion. Soil  erosion.  Crop  rotations.  Animal  feeding  operations. 
Irrigation.  Grazing.  Urban  sprawl.  Emergencies  such  as 
flooding  and  wildfires. . . . 

When  Congress  established  the  Soil  Conservation  Service — 
now  the  Natural  Resources  Conservation  Service — in  the 
U.S.  Department  of  Agriculture  in  1935,  it  recognized  the 
importance  of  a  national  role  in  protecting  the  Nation's  soil 
and  water  resources  on  private  land  in  a  voluntary  incentive- 
based  approach. 

This  booklet  introduces  you  to  who  we  are  today.  ..and  to 
the  work  being  done  by  many  to  achieve  the  Nation's  con- 
servation goal  of  a  healthy  and  productive  land. 


LEGACY  OF 
CONSERVATION 


Born  in  the  Dust  Bowl  days  of  the  1930s,  the 
Soil  Conservation  Service — now  the  Natural 
Resources  Conservation  Service — has  helped 
millions  of  private  landowners  protect  their  soil, 
water,  and  related  resources. 


Hugh  Hammond  Bennett — 
known  as  the  father  of 
soil  conservation — began 
his  career  as  a  soil  scientist  in 
the  early  1900s.  His  work  around 
the  country  led  him  to  the  con- 
clusion that  soil  erosion  was  a 
national  menace  that  needed  to 
be  addressed. 

His  crusade  to  protect  natural 
resources  resulted  in  the  creation 
of  the  Soil  Conservation  Service, 
predecessor  to  the  Natural 
Resources  Conservation  Service, 
on  April  27, 1 935.  Bennett  headed 
the  agency  as  its  first  Chief. 

He  hired  specialists  in  agron- 
omy, forestry,  soil  science,  biology, 
engineering,  and  social  sciences. 


These  specialists  worked  with 
farmers  to  find  solutions  that 
benefited  the  land  and  fulfilled 
the  landowners'  objectives. 

The  agency  championed  the 
creation  of  conservation  districts 
to  help  assist  farmers.  The  first 
conservation  district  was  formed 
in  Bennett's  native  North  Carolina 
on  August  4, 1 937.  Through  this 
emerging  conservation  delivery 
system,  locally  elected  citizens 
established  priorities  and  plans 
for  the  district's  work.  Today, 
virtually  every  county  is  served 
by  NRCS  and  local  conservation 
districts. 
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The  Natural  Resources 
Conservation  Service 


THE  Natural  Resources  Conservation 
Service  (NRCS)  is  the  primary- 
Federal  agenc}'  that  works  with 
private  landowners  to  help  them 
protect  their  natural  resources. 

NRCS  consers'ationists  spend  most  of 
their  time  on  America's  working  land — 
cropland,  pasture,  rangeland,  and  forest 
land — the  predominant  use  of  private 
land  in  this  countr}'.  They  work  in  close 
cooperation  with  conservation  districts 
through  field  offices  that  ser\'e  nearly 
every  county  in  the  Nation  as  well  as  the 
Caribbean  and  Pacific  Basin  7\reas. 

The  agency  emphasizes  voluntary, 
science-based  conservation  technical 
assistance;  partnerships;  incentive-based 
programs;  and  cooperative  problem- 
solving  at  the  community  level. 


NRCS  works  with  farmers  and  ranchers  across 
the  Nation  to  help  them  reduce  soil  erosion  and 
improve  water  quality. 


NRCS 
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Our  People 


Our  Clients 


The  NRCS  Workforce 


THE  Strength  of  the  Natural 
Resources  Conservation  Service  is 
its  workforce — some  12,000  as  of 
2000.  Most  NRCS  employees 
work  in  USDA's  network  of  local  offices, 
including  those  in  the  Caribbean  and 
Pacific  Basin  Areas.  The  rest  work  at 
state,  regional,  and  national  offices,  pro- 
viding technology,  policy,  and  adminis- 
trative support. 

NRCS's  dedicated  employees  are: 

•  Highly  skilled  in  many  scientific  and 
technical  fields,  including  soil  science, 
soil  conservation,  agronomy,  biology, 
range  management,  forestry,  engineer- 
ing, geology,  hydrology,  wetland  science, 
cultural  resources,  and  economics,  to 
name  a  few. 

•  Committed  to  customer  service — 
helping  landowners  and  managers 
conserve  resources. 

•  Committed  to  diversity — gender,  race, 
physical  ability,  culture,  ethnicity,  and 
the  mix  of  new  ideas  that  flow  from 
such  richness. 


WE  serve  all  people  who  live 
and  work  on  the  land.  The 
majority  of  our  technical 
assistance  is  to  help  farmers 
and  ranchers  develop  conservation  sys- 
tems uniquely  suited  to  their  land  and 
individual  needs. 

Rural  and  urban  communities  seek  our 
help  in  curbing  erosion,  conserving  and 
protecting  water,  enhancing  fish  and 
wildlife  habitat,  and  solving  other  resource 
problems.  Local,  state,  and  Federal  agen- 
cies, policymakers,  and  special-use  districts 
also  rely  on  NRCS  expertise. 

American  Indian  tribes,  Alaska 
Natives,  Pacific  Islanders,  and  other 
native  groups  work  with  NRCS  on  a 
variety  of  initiatives  that  include  resource 
inventories  and  the  adaptation  of  our 
conservation  programs  to  fit  the  special 
needs  of  their  people  and  of  tribal  lands. 
And  countries  around  the  globe  seek 
NRCS  technical  advice  in  building  their 
own  conservation  delivery  systems  and 
in  coping  with  severe  natural  resource 
problems. 


Our  PsrtnSrS  "Conservation  means  a  quality  of  life  to  the  populace 

of  this  country.  The  clean  air,  the  clean  water,  the 
wildlife,  the  aesthetics  benefit  all  of  us.  " 

— Conservation  district  official 


CONSERVATION  is  the  work  of 
many — no  one  can  do  it  alone. 
The  Natural  Resources 
Conser\'ation  Service  relies  on 
many  partners  to  help  set  conservation 
goals,  work  with  people  on  the  land,  and 
provide  services.  Our  partners  are  from 
both  the  public  and  private  sector  and 
include  conser\'ation  districts;  resource 
conser\"ation  and  development  (RC&D) 
councils;  local  communities;  state  and 
Federal  agencies;  NRCS  Earth  Team  \'o\- 
unteers;  agrictiltural,  consers'ation,  and 
environmental  groups;  agribusiness;  and 
professional  societies. 

America's  conservation  districts — 
about  3,000  in  all — are  the  heart  of  the 
conserv  ation  deliver}'  system  and  serve  as 
the  "bridge  of  trust"  between  NRCS  and 
the  pri\-ate  landowner.  These  units  of 
local  government,  organized  bv  citizens 
under  state  law,  operate  on  the  premise 
that  local  people  know  the  most  about 
local  needs.  NRCS  and  districts  are 
bound  together  by  mutual  conser%'ation 
objecnves  as  well  as  by  legislation  and 
formal  agreements  between  state  go\'er- 
nors  and  the  Secretar}'  of  Agriculture. 


Districts  do  more  than  link  NRCS 
with  their  neighbors  and  with  local  priori- 
ties for  soil  and  water  consen  ation.  They 
support  conser\'ation  work  with  district 
programs — often  funded  bv  count}-  and 
state  consers'ation  agenc\'  partners — and 
\^  ith  their  own  technical  and  support  staff. 

RC&D  councils  are  also  locally  organ- 
ized. The}'  receive  technical  and  financial 
assistance  from  USDA,  partnering  ^^•ith 
NRCS  in  cooperation  with  other  USDA 
agencies.  Local  people  create  and  organize 
their  owti  RC&D  areas,  define  and  set 
their  own  goals,  and  work  with  a  bioad 
range  of  public  and  private  entities  to 
achie^-e  their  objecti\  es.  They  %\-ork  to 
improve  their  econom}-  and  the  environ- 
ment through  the  conser\'auon,  de^■elop- 
ment,  and  sustainable  use  of  their 
resources,  both  natural  and  human. 
RC&D  projects  provide  practical  solu- 
tions for  communirv  development,  land 
conservation,  environmental  enhance- 
ment, and  water  management.  RC&D 
councils  in  partnership  with  USDA  help 
make  commimiues  bener  places  to  Uve. 


Earth  Team  \  olunteers  work  in  NRCS 
offices  and  on  agency  and  partnership 
projects.  The}'  work  on  the  land  and  in 
conserv  ation  education  programs  in 
schools  and  communities  across  the 
Nation.  In  1999,  more  than  29,000 
volunteers  contributed  more  than 
730,000  hours  of  service.  The  Earth 
Team  is  an  opportunit}'  for  .Americans 
to  share  their  commitment  to  service 
and  land  stewardship. 

NRCS  partners  \sixk  other  USDA 
agencies  on  resource  inventories  and  to 
coordinate  research  and  programs, 
develop  conservation  technolog}',  and 
provide  information  and  outreach.  NRCS 
also  works  closel}'  with  other  Federal 
agencies  on  resource  conservation  issues. 


V 


Conservation  districts  and  resource 
conservation  and  development  councils  help 
set  conservation  goals,  vifork  with  people  on 
the  land,  and  provide  services  at  the  local 
level  (above). 

Earth  Team  volunteers  wfork  on  the  land  and 
in  NRCS  offices,  sharing  their  commitment 
to  ser\'ice  and  land  stewardship  (left). 


Protecting  Natural 
Resources 


THE  Nation's  conservation  efforts 
on  private  land  take  many  forms. 
The  overriding  goal  is  to  ensure  a 
healthy  and  productive  land — 
sustaining  food  and  fiber  production, 
protecting  watersheds  and  natural  sys- 
tems, enhancing  the  environment,  and 
improving  urban  and  rural  landscapes. 

Here  are  some  examples  of  what  is 
happening  around  the  country  in  the 
ongoing  work  of  protecting  natural 
resources. 

Cropland 

Erosion  on  cropland  dropped  dramati- 
cally— by  more  than  one-third — from 
1985  to  1995.  This  was  a  result  of 
increased  stewardship  by  farmers  and 
ranchers  and  their  response  to  conserva- 
tion provisions  in  recent  farm  bills. 

NRCS  has  helped  clients  develop  and 
implement  conservation  plans  on  140 
million  acres  of  highly  erodible  cropland 
under  the  conservation  compliance  pro- 
vision of  the  Food  SectirityAct  of  1985. 
Technical  assistance  also  was  provided  to 
help  landowners  plant  grass  or  trees  to 
protect  another  36  million  acres  of 


Conservation  systems  are 
designed  to  meet  the 
needs  of  the  land  and 
landowners.  Contour 
stripcropping  helps  slow 
runoff  (above). 

Much  of  the  cropland  in 
Puerto  Rico  (left)  is  on 
steeply  sloping  land  and 
requires  special  attention 
to  erosion  management. 
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"We  are  completely  dependent  on  productive  land for  the  food  we  eat. 

. . .  To  protect  our  source  of  food,  then,  the  only  sensible,  practical  thing  to  do 

is  to  protect  the  productive  land  we  now  have.  "  — Hugh  Hammond  Bennett 


highly  erodible  or  environmentaUy  sensi- 
tive cropland  under  the  Conservation 
Reser\'e  Program. 

The  benefits  are  seen  in  cleaner  water, 
improved  wildlife  habitat,  enhanced  air 
quality,  and  land  protected  from  the  dam- 
ages caused  by  wind  and  water  erosion. 

NRCS  estimates  that  soil  erosion 
continues  to  threaten  agricultural 
productivity  on  about  one-third  of  the 
Nation's  cropland. 

Grazing  Land 

Covering  some  600  million  acres,  private 
grazing  land  is  an  important  natural 
resource. 

About  two-thirds  of  this  land  is  range. 
The  rest  is  pasture  and  grazed  forest. 
Grazing  land  also  provides  extensive 
wildlife  habitat. 

NRCS  conservationists  help  farmers 
and  ranchers  improve  pasture  and  range 
conditions  by  managing  for  forage 
improvement  as  well  as  weed  and 
brush  control,  erosion  reduction,  and 
revegetation. 


They  also  help  landowners  enhance 
fish  and  wildlife  habitat  for  economic, 
recreational,  and  aesthetic  benefits  and 
for  the  protection  of  endangered  species. 

NRCS  estimates  that  grazing  land 
functions  are  threatened  on  nearly  55  per- 
cent of  our  range  and  pasture  land.  Tech- 
nical assistance  is  needed  to  meet  the 
resource  concerns  while  enhancing  the 
economic  stability  of  grazing  operations 
and  the  rural  communities  that  depend 
on  them. 

In  the  Northeast,  soil  conservationists 
are  helping  dairies  as  they  move  toward 
intensively  managed  pasture  systems  that 
improve  farm  economics  as  well  as  water 
quality  and  wildlife  habitat. 

In  the  Southwest,  ranchers  are  demon- 
strating the  power  of  partnerships.  Some 
35  ranchers  joined  together  as  the  Malpai 
Borderlands  Group  to  take  a  more  com- 
prehensive approach  to  managing  a  mil- 
lion acres  of  rangeland  in  Arizona  and 
New  Mexico,  along  the  Mexican  border. 
They  are  working  with  NRCS,  the  Forest 
Service,  other  Federal  and  state  agencies, 
local  conservation  districts,  environmental 
groups,  and  independent  scientists. 


Animal  Feeding  Operations 

There  is  growing  public  concern  about 
confined  livestock  facilities. 

NRCS  is  working  to  help  an  estimated 
270,000  animal  feeding  operations 
reduce  potential  threats  to  the  Nation's 
water  sources  and  to  public  health  and 
safety  by  helping  owners  and  operators 
plan  and  implement  comprehensive 
nutrient  management  plans. 

These  plans  require  an  interdisciplin- 
ary effort  and  address  all  sources  of 
nutrients,  including  manure,  fertilizers, 
crop  residues,  and  existing  nutrients  in 
the  soil,  as  well  as  concerns  about  odors, 
flies,  and  airborne  drift. 

Effective  solutions  usually  involve  a 
combination  of  structural  and  manage- 
ment practices  that  are  influenced  by  ani- 
mal diets;  geographic  features  of  the 
landscape;  weather  patterns;  animal  num- 
bers; community  issues;  local,  state,  tribal, 
and  Federal  regulations;  and  available 
technology. 


Rangeland  (left)  makes  up 
about  two-thirds  of  the 
Nation's  private  grazing 
land  and  provides  much 
of  the  Nation's  wildlife 
habitat. 

Demonstration  projects 
and  comprehensive 
nutrient  management 
plans  on  farms  are  among 
efforts  underway  to  help 
animal  feeding  operations 
improve  the  health  of  the 
Nation's  waters  (right). 


NRCS 
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"Clean  water  is  essential  to  our  communities.  Conservation  ensures  clean  water 
from  the  source  and  avoids  expensive  treatments —  The  best  legacy  we  can  leave 
our  children  and  communities  is  clean  water.  "  — Town  mayor 


An  innovative  agricultural  water  quality 
program  helps  provide  clean  drinking  water  for 
New  York  (below)  and  eliminates  the  need  for  a 
new  multi-billion-dollar  filtration  plant. 
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Water  Quality 

Farmers  and  ranchers  work  closely  with 
USDA  to  protect  and  improve  water 
quality.  As  they  improve  nutrient  and  pes- 
ticide management  and  reduce  soil  ero- 
sion, they  reduce  pollutants  that  would 
otherwise  end  up  in  lakes  and  streams. 

One  of  the  most  innovative — and 
unique — water  quality  programs  is  in  the 
New  York  City  watershed.  It  has  a  three- 
fold purpose:  (1)  providing  quality  drink- 
ing water  for  half  the  population  of  New 
York  State,  (2)  eliminating  the  need  to 
build  a  multi-billion-dollar  water  filtra- 
tion plant,  and  (3)  helping  the  agriculture 
community  protect  the  farm  and  forest 
soils  of  the  watershed. 

Instead  of  building  a  water  filtration 
plant.  New  York  City  officials  are  sup- 
porting agricultural  stewardship  in  the 
watershed  as  the  preferred  way  to  pro- 
vide the  city  its  water  supply.  Protecting 
drinking  water  at  its  source  costs  only  a 
fraction  of  the  cost  of  building  and 
maintaining  a  filtration  plant.  Through 


a  comprehensive  approach,  farmers  are 
receiving  assistance  to  implement  con- 
servation systems  that  safeguard  water 
quality,  as  well  as  farm  business  plans  to 
sustain  a  profitable  operation. 

This  program  is  a  good  example  of 
collaboration  among  groups  with  diverse 
interests,  including  farmers,  local  soil  and 
water  conservation  districts,  the  Coopera- 
tive Extension  System/Soil  and  Water 
District  County  Project  Team,  NRCS, 
Cornell  University,  the  New  York  State 
Soil  and  Water  Conservation  Committee, 
and  the  New  York  City  Department  of 
Environmental  Protection. 

Aging  Dams 

One  of  our  Nation's  growing  concerns  is 
the  safety  of  aging  dams  in  upstream 
watersheds. 

Local  communities,  with  assistance 
from  NRCS,  have  constructed  more  than 
10,000  upstream  flood-control  dams  since 
1948.  These  watershed  projects  provide 
flood  control,  municipal  and  irrigation 
water  supply,  recreation,  erosion  control, 
and  wildlife  habitat  enhancement  on  more 
than  130  million  acres  in  the  Nation. 


Many  small  flood-control 
dams  are  coming  to  the 
end  of  their  50-year 
design  life  and  may  need 
rehabilitation  to  maintain 
the  benefits  they  provide 
and  to  protect  the 
communities  that  have 
built  up  below  them. 
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An  estimated  2,200  oi:  the  older  dams 
have  rehabiUtation  needs — some  signifi- 
cant— as  they  reach  the  end  of  their 
50-year  design  Ufe. 

Many  dams  are  in  a  far  different  set- 
ting than  when  they  were  originally  con- 
structed. Population  has  grown, 
development  has  occurred  upstream  and 
downstream  fi'om  the  small  dams,  and 
land  use  changes  have  taken  place. 

NRCS  is  working  with  local  commu- 
nities to  rehabilitate  dams  in  pilot  proj- 
ects in  several  states. 

Wetlands 

Wetlands  are  among  the  most  productive 
ecosystems  in  the  world.  They  provide 
countless  economic  and  environmental 
benefits  to  communities  around  the 
country.  They  reduce  flood  damage,  pro- 
vide fish  and  wildlife  habitat,  filter  pollu- 
tants from  water,  and  recharge  aquifers. 
They  also  provide  fishing,  hunting,  and 
recreational  opportunities. 

To  protect  this  important  resource, 
Federal  agencies  with  wedands  responsibil- 
ities have  adopted  a  goal  for  a  net  gain  of 
100,000  acres  each  year  by  2005.  This 


includes  restoration  as  well  as  reducing  the 
diking,  draining,  and  filling  that  have 
eliminated  more  than  half  of  the  Nation's 
wedands  since  colonial  settlement. 

In  recent  years,  farmers  and  ranchers 
have  worked  with  NRCS  and  voluntarily 
enrolled  more  than  900,000  acres  in  the 
Wetlands  Reser\'e  Program  to  restore  the 
valuable  national  treasure  of  wetlands. 

In  addition,  NRCS  is  working  at  the 
local  level  to  provide  more  flexibilit}'  for 
small  wetlands  in  a  common-sense 
approach  to  wetlands  protection  and  to 
provide  voluntar}'  programs  for  wetlands 
restoration. 


Wetlands  filter  pollutants  from  water  and 
provide  welcome  habitat  for  wildlife. 


Many  landowners  are 
voluntarily  restoring  and 
protecting  wetlands  with 
NRCS  assistance. 


NRCS 
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Water  Supply  Forecasting  and 
Drought  Monitoring 

Conserving  and  managing  scarce  water 
supplies  is  a  priority  in  many  parts  of 
the  country. 

In  the  West,  most  of  the  available 
water  comes  from  melting  mountain 
snowpack.  Irrigation  water  management 
is  critical  to  achieving  the  most  efficient 
use  of  this  valuable  and  limited  resource. 
NRCS  continuously  monitors  mountain 
snowpack  and  climate  using  the  650  sta- 
tion SNOTEL  (SNOwpackTELemetry) 
network  to  forecast  water  supplies. 

Monitoring  soil  moisture  and  assessing 
drought  risk  are  NRCS  activities  sup- 
ported by  using  climate  information  col- 
lected by  the  expanding  NRCS  SCAN 
(Soil  Climate  Analysis  Network)  com- 
prised of  49  stations  in  32  states. 

A  full  spectrum  of  water  and  climate 
information  is  available  from  the  National 
Water  and  Climate  Center  webpage, 
including  near  real-time  SNOTEL  and 
SCAN  climate  information,  water  supply 
forecasts,  state  climate  maps,  historical 
digital  datasets,  and  climate  summaries. 


When  natural  disasters  such 
as  floods  (right)  and  wildfires 
strike,  NRCS  can  provide 
assistance  through  the 
Emergency  Watershed 
Protection  program  to  relieve 
imminent  threats  to  life 
and  property. 


NRCS  snow  surveyors  (above)  measure  mountain 
snowpack  and  forecast  seasonal  runoff  in  streams  and 
rivers.  This  information  is  used  to  make  sound  water 
management  decisions. 
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Protecting  Natural 
Resources 


THE  Nation's  conservation  efforts 
on  private  land  take  many  forms. 
The  overriding  goal  is  to  ensure  a 
healthy  and  productive  land — 
sustaining  food  and  fiber  production, 
protecting  watersheds  and  natural  sys- 
tems, enhancing  the  environment,  and 
improving  urban  and  rural  landscapes. 

Here  are  some  examples  of  what  is 
happening  around  the  country  in  the 
ongoing  work  of  protecting  natural 
resources. 

Cropland 

Erosion  on  cropland  dropped  dramati- 
^-^ly — by  more  than  one-third — from 
1985  to  1995.  This  was  a  result  of 
increased  stewardship  by  farmers  and 
ranchers  and  their  response  to  conserva- 
tion provisions  in  recent  farm  bills. 

NRCS  has  helped  clients  develop  and 
implement  conservation  plans  on  140 
million  acres  of  highly  erodible  croplart , 
under  the  conservation  compliance  pr 
vision  of  the  Food  Security  Act  of  19!^; 
Technical  assistance  also  was  providec  > 
help  landowners  plant  grass  or  trees 
protect  another  36  million  acres  of 


Conservation  systems  are 
designed  to  meet  the 
needs  of  tlie  land  and 
andowners.  Contour 
stripcropping  helps  slow 
runoff  (above). 

Much  of  the  cropland  in 
Puerto  Rico  (left)  is  on 
steeply  sloping  land  and 
requires  special  attention 
to  erosion  management. 
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"We  are  completely  dependent  on  productive  land  for  the  food  we  eat. 

...To  protect  our  source  of  food,  then,  the  only  sensible,  practical  thing  to  do 

is  to  protect  the  productive  land  we  now  have.  "  — Hugh  Hammond  Bennett 


highly  erodible  or  environmentally  sensi- 
tive cropland  under  the  Conservation 
Reserve  Program. 

The  benefits  are  seen  in  cleaner  water, 
improved  wildlife  habitat,  enhanced  air 
quality,  and  land  protected  from  the  dam- 
ages caused  by  wind  and  water  erosion. 

NRCS  estimates  that  soil  erosion 
continues  to  threaten  agricultural 
productivity  on  about  one-third  of  the 
Nation's  cropland. 

Grazing  Land 

Covering  some  600  million  acres,  private 
grazing  land  is  an  important  natural 
resource. 

About  two-thirds  of  this  land  is  range. 
The  rest  is  pasture  and  grazed  forest. 
Grazing  land  also  provides  extensive 
wildlife  habitat. 

NRCS  conservationists  help  farmers 
and  ranchers  improve  pasture  and  range 
conditions  by  managing  for  forage 
improvement  as  well  as  weed  and 
brush  control,  erosion  reduction,  and 
revegetation. 


They  also  help  landowners  enhance 
fish  and  wildlife  habitat  for  economic, 
recreational,  and  aesthetic  benefits  and 
for  the  protection  of  endangered  species. 

NRCS  estimates  that  grazing  land 
functions  are  threatened  on  nearly  55  per- 
cent of  our  range  and  pasture  land.  Tech- 
nical assistance  is  needed  to  meet  the 
resource  concerns  while  enhancing  the 
economic  stability  of  grazing  operations 
and  the  rural  communities  that  depend 
on  them. 

In  the  Northeast,  soil  conservationists 
are  helping  dairies  as  they  move  toward 
intensively  managed  pasture  systems  that 
improve  farm  economics  as  well  as  water 
quality  and  wildlife  habitat. 

In  the  Southwest,  ranchers  are  demon- 
strating the  power  of  partnerships.  Some 
35  ranchers  joined  together  as  the  Malpai 
Borderlands  Group  to  take  a  more  com- 
prehensive approach  to  managing  a  mil- 
lion acres  of  I'angeland  in  Arizona  and 
New  Mexico,  along  the  Mexican  border. 
They  are  working  with  NRCS,  the  Forest 
Service,  other  Federal  and  state  agencies, 
local  conservation  districts,  environmental 
groups,  and  independent  scientists. 


Animal  Feeding  Operations 

There  is  growing  public  concern  about 
confined  livestock  facilities. 

NRCS  is  working  to  help  an  estimated 
270,000  animal  feeding  operations 
reduce  potential  threats  to  the  Nation's 
water  sources  and  to  public  health  and 
safety  by  helping  owners  and  operators 
plan  and  implement  comprehensive 
nutrient  management  plans. 

These  plans  require  an  interdisciplin- 
ary effort  and  address  all  sources  of 
nutrients,  including  manure,  fertilizers, 
crop  residues,  and  existing  nutrients  in 
the  soil,  as  well  as  concerns  about  odors, 
flies,  and  airborne  drift. 

Effective  solutions  usually  involve  a 
combination  of  structural  and  manage- 
ment practices  that  are  influenced  by  ani- 
mal diets;  geographic  features  of  the 
landscape;  weather  patterns;  animal  num- 
bers; community  issues;  local,  state,  tribal, 
and  Federal  regulations;  and  available 
technology. 


Rangeland  (left)  makes  up 
about  two-thirds  of  the 
Nation's  private  grazing 
land  and  provides  much 
of  the  Nation's  wildlife 
habitat. 

Demonstration  projects 
and  comprehensive 
nutrient  management 
plans  on  farms  are  among 
efforts  underway  to  help 
animal  feeding  operations 
improve  the  health  of  the 
Nation's  waters  (right). 
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"We've  got  to  do  a  better  job  of  helping  private  forest  tracts  remain  economic. 
We  are  getting  squeezed  into  selling  off  pieces  of  land  to  get  a  decent  return. 
And  so  the  trend for  years  has  been  for  more  and  more  people  to  own  smaller 
and  smaller  forest  pieces.  "  —  Forest  landowner 


Maintaining  Agriculture  in  Rapidly 
Growing  Areas 

Some  of  the  Nation's  most  valuable  and 
productive  farmland  is  located  in  urban 
and  developing  areas. 

Although  not  considered  a  threat  to 
food  production  nationally,  urbanization 
and  unplanned  development  lead  to  the 
fragmentation  of  agricultural  land  and 
the  loss  of  prime  farmland  in  growing 
areas.  Once  developed,  productive  farm- 
land is  lost  forever. 

NRCS  provides  assistance  through  the 
Farmland  Protection  Program  to  protect 
important  farmlands  from  urban 
encroachment,  maintain  open  space,  and 
sustain  rural  economic  stability  and  devel- 
opment. The  program  provides  conserva- 
tion easements  that  limit  conversion  to 
nonagricultural  uses  on  prime,  unique, 
and  other  productive  soils. 

NRCS  monitors  loss  of  farmland 
through  its  National  Resources  Inventory 
and  works  with  other  Federal  agencies 
that  have  development  projects  that 
impact  farmland  under  the  Farmland 
Protection  Policy  Act. 


NRCS  also  provides  conservation  tech- 
nical assistance  to  communities  to  help 
them  with  natural  resource  planning,  pro- 
tection, and  management.  Specifically, 
NRCS  can  assist  with  soils  and  resource 
inventories,  conservation  planning  assess- 
ments, project  planning  and  design,  open 
space  and  greenway  planning  and  man- 
agement, erosion  and  sediment  preven- 
tion and  control,  conservation  education, 
and  plant  materials  selection. 

Private  Forest  Land 

NRCS  provides  technical  assistance  in  the 
rapidly  growing  field  of  agroforestry — the 
blending  of  agricultural  and  forestry  pro- 
duction to  develop  conservation  practices 
such  as  windbreaks,  riparian  forest 
buffers,  alley  cropping,  silvopasture,  and 
treating  waste  water. 

NRCS  works  through  its  partnerships 
with  conservation  districts  and  state 
forestry  agencies  to  encourage  private 
owners  to  develop  management  plans  for 
their  forests.  It  is  estimated  that  only  • 
about  5  percent  of  the  forests  owned  by 
more  than  9  million  people  have  manage- 
ment plans,  yet  almost  half  of  the  Nation's 


timber  supply  in  1992  came  from  these 
lands.  Ownership  of  these  forest  lands  is 
becoming  increasingly  fragmented.  If 
present  trends  continue,  by  the  year  2010, 
95  percent  of  the  private  forest  ownerships 
will  be  less  than  1 00  acres  in  size,  making 
forest  management  more  difficult. 

Conservation  buffers.such  as  field  windbreaks,  filter 
strips,  and  riparian  buffers,  provide  many  environmental 
and  economic  benefits. 
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Some  of  the  Nation's  most 
valuable  and  productive 
farmland  is  located  near 
urban  and  suburban  areas. 
Once  developed,  the  many 
benefits  of  productive 
farmland  are  lost,  including 
economic,  social,  and 
environmental  values. 


NATIONAL 

RESOURCES 

INVENTORY 

THE  NRCS  issues  a  report 
periodically  on  the  condition 
and  trends  of  natural 
resources  on  private  land. 

Called  the  National  Resources 
Inventory  (NRI),  it  provides  the 
most  comprehensive  and  statisti- 
cally reliable  data  of  its  kind  in  the 
world.  It  measures  trends  In  soil 
erosion  by  water  and  wind,  wet- 
land losses,  prime  farmland  soils, 
irrigation,  and  land  use  changes 
at  national  and  state  levels. 
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Leading  the  Way  in 
Conservation  Technology 


GOOD  science  and  practical  tech- 
nology are  at  the  heart  of  good 
land  management  and  sound 
conservation  policy.  The 
Natural  Resources  Conservation  Service 
is  a  key  source  of  resource  technology  for 
practical  use  on  the  land. 

This  technology  includes: 

A  national  cooperative  soil  survey 

coordinated  at  state  and  local  levels.  This 
most  fundamental  of  all  resource  data  is 
essential  to  understanding  how  land  use 
affects  water  and  air  and  the  health  of  ani- 
mals, plants,  and  people.  Soil  surveys  alert 
landusers  to  the  potential  for  soil  degrada- 
tion and  agrichemical  leaching  and  runoff, 
to  the  presence  of  prime  farmlands  and 
wetlands,  and  to  the  suitability  of  soils  for 
specific  agricultural,  forestry,  recreation, 
urban  development,  and  engineering  uses. 
Many  soil  surveys  are  now  published  on 
CD-ROM  and  are  available  on  the  World 
Wide  Web.  In  addition  to  making  and 
publishing  soil  surveys,  NRCS,  in  partner- 
ship with  the  National  Cooperative  Soil 
Survey,  has  developed  technical  standards 
for  soil  surveys,  such  as  the  National  Soil 


Survey  Handbook,  the  Soil  Survey  Manual, 
Interpretation  Guidelines,  and  the  newly 
revised  Soil  Taxonomy,  as  well  as  laboratory 
procedures  manuals.  These  are  used  as  the 
international  standard  for  soil  surveys. 

Technical  standards  for  conservation 
practices  that  address  such  areas  as  erosion 
control;  animal  waste  management  for 
poultry,  livestock,  and  fish  farming  opera- 
tions; irrigation  water  management;  air 
and  water  quality  improvement;  stream 
corridor  restoration;  wetlands  conservation 
and  restoration;  and  flood  control  and 
streambank  stabilization.  These  standards 
are  adapted  in  NRCS  field  office  technical 
guides  to  fit  local  conditions.  Technical 
standards  are  the  foundation  for  conserva- 
tion planning  for  many  land  uses  and  for 
proper  installation  of  conservation  sys- 
tems on  the  land. 

A  plant  materials  program  that  intro- 
duces new  ways  to  use  plants  for  revegeta- 
tion,  land  stabilization,  and  landscape 
enrichment.  More  than  500  conservation 
plants  have  been  developed  as  a  result  of 
the  work  of  NRCS  and  cooperating  agen- 


cies. These  plants  perform  specific  conser- 
vation tasks  on  farms,  ranches,  highway 
embankments,  shorelines,  streambanks, 
wetlands,  and  reclaimed  surface-mined 
land.  The  program  focuses  on  using  native 
plants  for  solutions  to  environmental 
problems.  Typical  work  includes  develop- 
ing soil  conservation  practices,  restoring 
areas  infested  with  noxious  and  invasive 
plants,  restoring  wetlands,  and  protecting 
threatened  and  endangered  species.  NRCS 
operates  or  provides  technical  assistance 
through  26  plant  materials  centers 
around  the  country. 

Computer  models  for  predicting  soil 
erosion  by  wind  and  water,  agricultural 
nonpoint-source  pollution  of  water,  the 
effects  of  grazing  practices  on  rangeland 
health,  and  the  effects  of  management 
decisions  on  farm  and  ranch  economics. 

Geographic  Information  Systems  to 

graphically  compile  and  analyze  informa- 
tion from  various  data  sources.  The  com- 
puterized CIS  shows  how  pieces  of  our 
environment  interact.  NRCS  uses  CIS  to 
help  landowners,  resource  managers,  and 
policymakers  analyze  and  visualize  the 
effects  of  various  land  use  decisions.  We 
are  also  linking  our  unique  soils  data 
base.  National  Resources  Inventory,  and 
other  data  sets  with  the  resource  data  of 
other  agencies  to  take  full  advantage  of 
GIS  technology. 

A  National  Science  and  Technology 
Consortium  to  acquire,  develop,  and 
transfer  technology  to  meet  natural 
resource  conservation  needs  on  private 
land.  Areas  of  expertise  include  biological 
conservation  science,  cartography  and 
geospatial  analysis,  economics,  conserva- 
tion engineering,  grazing  lands,  natural 
resources  inventory  and  analysis,  plant 
data,  social  science,  soils,  soil  mechanics, 
water  and  climate,  water  management, 
wetlands  science,  watershed  science,  and 
wildlife  habitat. 
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"The  main  thing  is  that  technology,  such  as  GIS,  is  a  tool  for  helping  solve 
a  problem. . . .  The  ivhole  idea  is  that  better  information  leads  to  better 
decisionmaking.  "  — University  GIS  project  manager 
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"Take  care  of  the  land  and  the  land  will  take  care  of  you. . . " 


Hugh  Hammond  Bennett,  known  as  the  "father  of  soil  conservation,"  and  first  Chief  of  the  Soil  Conservation 
Service,  predecessor  to  the  Natural  Resources  Conservation  Service 


Soils  information: 

www.statlab.iastate.edu/soils/nsdaf/ 

Technical  Information: 

www.nrcs.usda.gov/TechRes.html 

Water  and  climate  information: 

www.wcc.nrcs.usda.gov/wcc.html 


National  Resources  Inventory  (NRI): 

www.nhq.nrcs.usda.gov/NRI/ 

NRCS  history: 

www.nhq.nrcs.usda.gov/CCS/history/NRCShist.html 

Conservation  education: 

www.nhq.nrcs.usda.gov/CCS/ConsEd.html 

Earth  Team  volunteers: 

www.nhq.nrcs.usda.gov/CCS/vol/ETvol.html 

USDA  Service  Center  locator: 

offices.usda.gov/scripts/ndlSAPI.dll/oip_public/USA_map 

Conservation  progress  on  private  land: 

www.nrcs.usda.gov/ias 


